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Divine Wisdom 

SURRENDER TO THE DIVINE 



UmiWftMSdl T ?pf 1 
ROSIER! '3n«r£tH II 

O Father and Lord of all! In this sphere 
of transmigratory existence, the jivas (in- 
dividual souls), distressed by the triad of 
miseries, are not able to attain to the inherent 
bliss of the Atman unless they seek shelter 
at Thy feet, which stimulate spiritual il- 
lumination. We seek shelter at those feet. 

Vm\: II 

The sages, striving for Thee in solitude 
along the path of knowledge, resort to the 
Vedas, which are like birds coming out of 
their nests constituted of Thy face-lotus. (As 
the course of birds can guide a person to the 



nest, the path of knowledge taught in the 
Upanishads guides a person to Him.) We 
devotees, however, seek shelter at Thy holy 
feet, from which flows the Ganga, the all- 
purifying stream. (As a stream takes one to 
its source, the path of devotion and self- 
surrender taught in the Bhakti scriptures 
also leads one to the same Lord a$ the path 
of Knowledge taught in the Vedas.) 

WIT 

We seek shelter at those feet of Thine on 
which sages of settled understanding 
meditate with hearts purified by faith and 
by love generated by the hearing of devo- 
tional texts, by which they attain to the 
highest form of renunciation and intimate 
knowledge of Thee. 

— from the $fimad Bhdgavatam 
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Faith and Self- Surrender 



Once a man was walking near the edge 
of a cliff when he suddenly tripped on some- 
thing and fell over the side. As he was falling 
further and further down r his descent was 
abruptly arrested by a small bush growing 
out of the side of the cliff. The man was in a 
terrible state, and he clung to the bush for 
dear life. Meanwhile the bush, which was 
not used to bearing he weight of a man, 
began pulling out from its crack in the cliff. 
The bottom of the cliff was hundreds of feet 
below, and there were only sharp, jagged 
rocks beneath him. In great anxiety, the man 
started yelling: 'Lord, Lord, help me! O 
Lord, help me!' Suddenly a loud, booming 
voice from the sky called out: 'This is the 
Lord. Do you have faith?' The man was so 
startled, he almost lost his grip on the bush. 
Bursting into tears, he replied: 'Oh yes, Lord. 
I do have faith. I do, I do.' the Lord said, 'Let 
go.' The man stopped sobbing and looked 
down. Frozen with fear, he could neither let 
go nor say another word. 

A sudden jerk from the bush, as it started 
coming out of the cliff, brought the man 
back to the urgency of his situation, and he 
again started yelling, 'Lord, help me! Help 
me!' A few moments later the same voice 
thundered from the sky, saying: 'This is the 
Lord. Do you have faith?' The man replied 
reassuringly, 'Yes, Lord, I do have faith. 
Again the Lord said, 'Let go.' The man 
looked down and, in fear, tightened his grip 
on the bush. This was repeated a third time, 
and again the Lord commanded 'Let go.' 
Then the man thought for a moment, looked 
up towards the sky, and said, 'Lord, isn't 
there anybody else up there who can help 
me?' 

Faith seems to be such a simple thing, but 



is it? Do we really have enough faith to 
surrender and 'let go'? Yet all religions lay 
much stress on faith, because it acts as a very 
powerful force in spiritual life. In one place 
in the Gospel Sri Ramakrishna says, 'God can 
be realized only through faith.' 1 

Of all the religions of the world, Protes- 
tant Christianity probably lays the most 
stress on faith. It has made faith the main 
support of its religion. The founder of the 
Protestant movement in Christianity, Mar- 
tin Luther, spent much time in prayer and in 
studying the scriptures, and he became con- 
vinced that a person could attain heaven 
after death merely through faith in the 
redeeming power of Christ. Faith alone was 
sufficient. Martin Luther also rejected the 
idea of purgatory (a place where a person 
atones for his sins before he can enter 
heaven). As his ideas were considered 
heresy by the Catholic Church, a split was 
inevitable, and the Protestant movement 
began. 

Perhaps it is important to discuss here 
the Christian idea of heaven, because if 
heaven means a place of enjoyment, as 
many non-Christians believe, how could it 
make a person desireless and bring about a 
state comparable to the Hindu idea of libera- 
tion? 2 According to some Christian 
theologians, heaven is a return to the 
original pure state that Adam and Eve lived 
in before their fall, when they literally 



1. M., The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, translated 
by Swami Nikhilananda (Madras: Sri 
Ramakrishna Math, 1986), p. 655. [hereafter. 
Gospel] 

2. Sankara, however, would consider this krama 
mukti, gradual liberation. 
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walked and talked with God. Such a heaven 
would be more comparable to the Hindu 
idea oisdnnpya, proximity to God, or salokya, 
living in the same abode as God . 3 

But how can faith take you there? Chris- 
tians believe that the whole purpose of 
Christ's coming was to save human beings 
from the burden of the sin they had 
inherited from the fall of Adam and Eve. The 
Protestants claim that by merely taking 
refuge in Christ, a person can be freed from 
the sins of this earthly existence and attain 
the heavenly realm of Christ after death . 4 

Every human being, whether he believes 
in religion or not, must face death. On top of 
that, he does not even know when it will 
happen. There are different ways a person 
can react to death. If he still has desires or 
other strong emotions, he will probably die 
with a sense of frustration. And if he does 
not have faith any in religion, or if his faith 
is weak, he will probably die with a sense of 
fear. In both these cases, he cannot 'let go'. 
But if a person has strong faith in his religion 
and has enough dispassion for the world, 
then he can die in full trust and surrender to 
God. 

Because Christians do not believe in re- 
incarnation, they feel a greater sense of 
urgency about the situation. For them there 
is no such thing as coming back to this world 



3. That this is, in fact, what Christians like to 
believe is confirmed by the popularity of 
hymns, such as the following, which touch on 
this 'return to theGarden of Eden' theme. The 
'he' in the song refers to Christ. 

1 come to the garden alone 
When the dew is still on the roses.... 

And he walks with me, 

And he talks with me. 

And he tells me 1 am his own.... 

4. Some Protestant Christians believe that the 
soul remains in a state of sleep until judge- 
ment day, and then attains heaven, while 

others believe that heaven is attained imme- 
diately after death. 



to fulfil unfulfilled desires. Moreover, at the 
time of death they are faced with ‘either eter- 
nal heaven or eternal hell. Thus, they have 
to be ready. In one of his lectures, Swami 
Vivekananda admired this message of 
Christ: 

He teaches, 'Be ready, for the Kingdom 
of Heaven is at hand. '...Do not delay a 
moment. Leave nothing for tomorrow. 
Get ready for the final event, which may 
overtake you immediately, even now . 5 

But how do Christians get ready? For 
most Protestant Christians, the only 
spiritual practices are their daily prayers 
and attendance at church services. This 
sounds too easy. What is really at work, 
however, is that powerful yet subtle force 
called faith. With every prayer and at every 
reminder of death, a Christian will think, 
'When will I die? Do I have faith in Christ? 
How fortunate I am that he has saved me.' 
And with these thoughts also comes the feel- 
ing of love for Christ. These ideas work on 
the subtle layers of the mind, gradually 
weakening one's desires, ego and will. Then, 
if these thoughts are strong enough, they 
become activated before a person dies. At 
that time the person does not want to think 
of anything but God and is ready to sur- 
render himself totally. Ultimately, then, it is 
this surrender that brings about the grace of 
salvation. 

But what about in the Hindu tradition, 
where there is not such a sense of urgency? 
A person might be tempted to say, 'Oh well, 
if you don't succeed this time, try, try again.' 
True, that opinion is there, and for many 
people that relieves some of the fear and 
frustration that goes with the thought of 
death. Yet there are other people who have 
had enough. For them, having to be born 

5. Swami Vivekananda, The Complete Works of 
Swami Vivekamuda (Calcutta: Advaita 

Ashrama, 1990), vol. 4, pp. 132-3. 



516 



Prabuddha Bharata 



April 



again and again is itself a kind of hell. And 
some people want God's grace immediately. 
They don't want to wait. As Swami 
Vivekananda humorously put it: 'Do not 
wait to have a harp in heaven and rest by 
and by. Why not take a harp and begin here? 
Why wait for heaven? Make it here.' 6 

Hinduism says that you can attain God 
in this life, without having to wait until you 
die. But relying on faith alone may not give 
immediate results. Thus, faith is taken for 
granted, and there is more emphasis on self- 
surrender. Probably of all the Hindu tradi- 
tions, the one that lays the most emphasis on 
self-surrender, or prapatti, is &rlvaisnavism. 
According to 6rlvaisnavism, self-surrender 
is itself a path. And it is a path that cannot 
be combined with any other spiritual prac- 
tices, as one must have complete faith that 
the Lord himself is the sole means to one's 
liberation. 

The example they use is the story of 
Hanuman and the Brahmastra. Hanuman 
had come to Lanka in search of Sita, and 
after finding her in the Asoka grove, he went 
on a rampage, destroying everything in 
sight. The whole raksasa army could not 
stop him or kill him. Finally Ra van's son 
Indrajit let loose an invincible divine 
weapon, the Brahmastra, to bind him. As 
Patricia Mumme describes it: 

But the Brahmastra only works if the user 
has complete faith in it. When the raksasas 
decided to bring in a jute cord to further 
secure the bound Hanuman, just to be on 
the safe side, the Brahmastra slipped off. 
Manavalamamuni explains: 'The 

Brahmastra that had tied him slipped off 
by itself at the moment another cord was 
tied on. In the same way, if one who has 
resorted to this upaya [the Lord himself] 
engages in another upaya, [the first] will 
leave him.' 7 



6. Swami Vivekananda, Inspired Talks (Madras: 
Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1993), p. 191-2. 

7. Patricia Y. Mumme, 'Ramayana Exegesis in 



In this path, then, a person must leave every- 
thing in the hands of God, trusting in him 
totally. 

Again, it sounds too simple. After all, 
who wouldn't like to throw all his burdens 
and responsibilities on someone else? Girish 
Ghosh also thought it was easy. When 
Girish could not promise to do even the 
simplest spiritual discipline, Sri Rama- 
krishna went into an ecstatic mood and said: 
'So you are unwilling to agree even to this. 
All right. Give me your power of attorney. 
Henceforth I will take full responsibility for 
you. You won't have to do anything at all.' 

Girish was relieved. This sounded to his 
liking, for he understood that Sri Rama- 
krishna had relieved him of all respon- 
sibility for his own spiritual well-being 
and had made him free. But, in fact, he 
had made himself Sri Ramakrishna's 
slave. Complete self-surrender is more 
binding than the observance of strict dis- 
ciplines. One day, soon after this, Girish 
remarked in Sri Ramakrishna's presence, 
'I shall do this.' 'No, no/ corrected Sri 
Ramakrishna. 'You can't talk like that 
any more. Say, "I shall do this if God 
wills." ' Girish began to understand the 
mystery of the power of attorney. As 
time passed he came to realize that he 
could not perform any action of his own 
free will. He had to consciously sur- 
render to the Divine Will, and gradually 
he found that he was forced to think of 
the Master every moment. 8 

In the later part of his life, Girish once 
said, referring to Sri Ramakrishna: 'I find 
that it is not difficult to obey him, love him, 
or worship him. But indeed it is difficult to 

Tenkalai £nvaisnavism', p. 207. In, Many 
Ramayanas, edited by Paula Richman. (Delhi 
Oxford University Press, 1992.) 

8. Swami Chetanananda, They Lived With God 
(Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1991), p. 275. 




